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Greece is a country that considers itself to be partof the Western civilization, though still a lotoriental elements exist in its culture and way ofthinking. LGBT people are considered to be eitherinvisible or pointed out as metaphorical or literalpunch bag. So it was a surprise that a year afterthe first Athens Gay Pride (2005), two greekmovies appeared with homosexuality as theircentral theme. The first one 'The Blue Dress', adrama about the journey of a young boy till heturns into a woman, won six national cinemaawards. The second one 'Straight Story', a comedyabout a world were homosexuality is thenormative and heterosexuality is the 'not normal',was the biggest box office success of the year.This paper uses the stereotypes portrayed in thesetwo films in order to explore the spatialdimension of being gay in Greece. Both filmsplace queer subjects in their narrative in astereotyped even offensive way, but at the samepoint offer a very accurate image of how'homosexuality' is perceived in Greece. Issues thatbecome more and more obvious during the rise ofthe extreme right organizations and their entrancein the Greek parliament and the violence againstgay men. The way these two films explore thesubject of being gay in Greece, shows thedifficulties of placing the 'queer' in public andraise a series of questions of the space availablefor different sexualities. By analyzing these twofilms the paper shows how space is constructedregarding LGTB people and the limits created bya strong religious and patriarchic traditionreflected in the heteronormative andhomonormative systems of this country.
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A Grécia é um país que se considera parte dacivilização ocidental, embora ainda uma série deelementos orientais existam em sua cultura e modo depensar. As pessoas LGBT são considerados invisíveisou apontados como saco de pancada metafórico ouliteral. Por isso, foi uma surpresa que um ano após aprimeira Parada do Orgulho Gay de Atenas (2005),dois filmes gregos tiveram a homossexualidade comotema central. O primeiro 'The Blue Dress', um dramasobre a trajetória de um jovem rapaz, até que ele setransforma em uma mulher, ganhou seis prêmiosnacionais de cinema. O segundo 'Straight Story', umacomédia sobre um mundo em que a homossexualidadeé a norma e a heterossexualidade 'não é normal', foi omaior sucesso de bilheteria do ano. Este artigo usa osestereótipos retratados nestes dois filmes, a fim deexplorar a dimensão espacial de ser gay na Grécia.Ambos os filmes trazem sujeitos queers em suanarrativa estereotipada mas que, ao mesmo tempo,oferecem uma imagem muito precisa de como a'homossexualidade' é percebida na Grécia. Essasquestões se tornaram cada vez mais evidentes durantea ascensão das organizações de extrema direita e a suaentrada no parlamento grego, bem como a violênciacontra os homossexuais. A forma como esses doisfilmes exploram a ideia de 'ser gay na Grécia', mostraas dificuldades de colocar o 'queer' em público elevanta uma série de questões sobre o espaçodisponível para diferentes sexualidades. Ao analisarestes dois filmes, o artigo mostra como o espaço éconstruído em relação às pessoas LGBT e os limitescriados por uma forte tradição religiosa e patriarcalque refletem os sistemas heteronormativas ehomonormativos deste país.
Palavras­chave: Espaço Público; Sexualidades, Queer.
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Greece is a country that dreams of beingpart of the Western World, but severalelements in its way of living, thinking and inits tradition distinct it from the Europeanlifestyle, pointing to the east and to morereligious countries. The main reason of thisedgy position is its geographical location andeconomic situation, but also, the governingmentality over contemporary issues, such asgender, is rather conservative, due to religionand a traditional background with several tiesto the past.Academic and cultural circles appear to beopen­minded and are making an effort toadvance gender and sexuality discourses.Unfortunately, women and LGBT people stillstruggle for equality, and in the case of thelatter, mentality and law have a long way togo before claiming signs of acceptance.In 2005 a group of volunteers dared toorganize the first gay pride in Greece. In Junethat year 300 people were present in thisevent, while at the otherside of town people weredistributing pamphlets withthe phrase 'Faggot get outof Athens'. In a strangecoincidence, at the sametime Greek Cinema startedproducing two 'LGBTthemed films'; acoincidence that could havebeen a sign of a changingmentality. Then the movieswere out and, despite theinitial good intentions bythe directors, both moviesended up ­ from naïve tonegative ­ repeating imagesof the past, nevermanaging, as you mightexpect them to, to gobeyond the rulinghomophobia nor do theybreak any stereotype.
During its golden era (the ‘50s and ‘60s)Greek cinema functioned through socialstereotypes, so the gay men were effeminateand usually a comic element. Before the ‘80s,one has to make in depth analysis of the filmsto discover queer elements (KYRIAKOU,2011). In the ‘80s Greek cinema followed thegay pathway in order to make edgy dramas(TERZIS, 2011); the main example being thefilm 'Aggelos' (1982), a movie that shockedlocal viewers and infuriated LGBTcommunities in all international festival inwhich it was presented.In the ‘90s ­ thanks to various new voicesthat appeared in Greek Cinema ­there is adifferent approach when representinghomosexuality in films, even thoughhomosexuals are not in the spotlight. We cansee this different approach in shorts films thatnever reached mainstream audiences or inmainstream films like 'Upside Down andSideways' (CACOYIANNIS, 1992), whichspeak about (without ever portraying)
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Map 1. The Center of Athens around 2005­2006.
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homosexual practices. Of course, this is notabout cinema; instead it is a reflection on thegeneral exclusion of sexuality from the publicsphere, especially sexualities beyond thenorms (CHATZITRYFON, 2008).Before talking about the two films, let’sdraw a quick map of homosexuality inAthens, and in which public spaces LGBTpeople have access (Map 1). In Greece, evenin the two biggest cities, Athens andThessaloniki, there has always been a gayscene based on bars, clubs and somerestaurants, where everything happens behindclosed doors. LGBT activist had, and stillhave, a hard time convincing members of thecommunity to come out, but people prefer theprotection of bars, before returning to theirhomes and their closets. Athens has two gaysites, one south of the Acropolis hill – next toa residential and touristic area, where amongoffice buildings the gay crowds are notvisible­ the other is in the former industrialarea of Gazi, in the North­East, which isunder fast gentrification. One should also addin this map the cruising spots (ZappeioGardens next to the National Garden, PedioAreos Park on the North, Agia Anna StrNorth East among the Warehouses) andLGBT prostitution areas (Syggrou Avenue,Kavalas Avenue for Trans andKomoundourou Square for male prostitution).With the exception of Gazi which is ­ todaythanks to the new Metro Station, but not in2005­ the hot spot of Athens nightlife, theother areas are out of the spotlight and 'safe' –the only exception being gay­friendly barsthat are among the Athenian hotspots butusually avoid characterization1.After the first Pride, LGBT people gaineda certain visibility, but still the generalmentality remained stuck on stereotypes andnegative images. The outline of this mentalitycan be drawn very clearly by these two gaythemed films that were distributed in theatresafter June 2005. 'True Blue' (2005) shows the
tragic pathway of Yiorgos when coping withhis sexuality and his family. 'Straight Story'(2006) is a comedy that shows a world wherehomosexuality is the normative and straightsare the 'perverts'. On paper both films appearto make a point and offer a new take onsubject, other than the mainstream image ofhomosexuality, but both ended up in thetypical public representation ofhomosexuality, almost justifyinghomophobia. The two films were chosenbased on the time frame and the recognitionthey had, as 'True Blue' earned 6 GreekCinematic Awards, while “Straight Story”was one of the biggest box office successes ofthe year2.In 2005, the director YiannisDimantopoulos adapted the book 'What anice dress, Yiorgos' (KAVVATHAS, 2000); areportage­literature based on interviews ofRachel, who had been through a man­to­woman sex change operation, and her mother,who still called her Yiorgos. The book was abest seller, but despite the deep meaningsdescribed on the back cover, it remainedsuperficial and rather naïve, as described byDimitris Papanikolaou in his introduction tothe screenplay of the film 'Strella' (PANOSKOUTRAS, 2010). The film goes evenfurther, creating a caricature of Yiorgos, andrevealing the mother as the main tragicfigure. The film uses various flashbacks andit doesn’t keep a linear narration. If we putthe events in the chronological order, we cansee that homosexuality is portrayed like aprogressive disease: Yiorgos as a young boystarts dressing with his mother clothes, hetakes candy from strangers, has suicidaltendencies; then he becomes a dancer andexplores sex with both men and women; thenhe turns gay, becomes a drag, a prostitute;then has a sex­change operation; getsmarried, goes to prison and makes out withanother woman; then goes into anundetermined sex version of himself, until he
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kills his mother. In themeantime he is just inconstant hysteria,screaming, shouting andblaming everyone aroundhim. The development ofthe story leaves little roomto see Yiorgos/Vera as ahuman being.The spatial developmentof the film follows asimilar path, showing thatYiorgos can’t be part of theGreek Society (Map 2). Helives in Kallithea, a lowerincome area near Athens,near Syggrou Avenue,where there is still a senseof a neighbourhood and asmall society. He discovershis bisexuality while livingin Paris ­ in Greece peopleare traditional so hewouldn’t have explored such indecencies.After failing in Paris, he creates a travellingshow and travels around Greece and theMediterranean. Every time he returns home,he is more violent, more depressed. When heis in public places he plays hide n’ seek, evenwith his little sister, who seems to understandhim. The film renders some actual LGBTplaces: an empty lot where he prostitutes anda drag show bar. Since that thetransvestites/transgender that prostitute inAthens stay on main urban avenues then whatthe film portrays looks more like a copy ofAlmodovar’s 'All About my Mother' than thespatial reality of Athens. On the other handthe drag show has none of the fun that Greekdrag shows have; no camp, just poems abouthow unsatisfied those people are in theirbodies. Whenever Yiorgos manifests hissexuality in public is just a reaction to hismother, a provocation that on the next scenewill be hidden and covered. Even in the clubs
and gay places that we see him, there isalways a misery underlined by the ‘80satmosphere and gloomy cinematography.Yiorgos is presented as a parasite toeveryone: his mother, his fiancé and hisboyfriends. Even after the sex­changeoperation, as Vera, she continues living thesame way. She conceals her past from herhusband, she can’t succeed as a performer,she goes to prison, and she unsuccessfullytries to adopt a kid. All the movementYiorgos was making towards coming out iscancelled after he becomes Vera, showing theoperation as a mask to hide homosexuality, asan adaptation to the norms. In the film, gaypeople are deprived of public and privatespace. The director mentioned in aninterview, that the film “[…] is about a manwho tries to gain his balance, social
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Map 2. The film True Blue portrays gay lifearound Synggrou Avenue showing just theProstitution Area and Drug Show Bar, outside ofthe City Life.
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acceptance, to hold on to something to beable to cope, to live. Unfortunately he doesn’tmake it; he is deprived of the right to live”(KALOVYRNAS, 2006, n/p). Besides theright to live the director also deprived Yiorgosfrom the right to have an identity:
I didn’t want the movie to focus only onthis problem, but to make the audienceunderstand that the specific diversityand the ‘other’ includes all people whoare different in any way, not only bysexual orientation. This ‘extreme’ lifeincludes all people who are different.(KALOVYRNAS, 2006, n/p).
As a result of his effort to describe aspectsof queer theory, the director ends updescribing as 'extreme' anyone that breaks outof the norms, as unable tolive a 'normal' life and thatdiversities don’t fit insociety. It’s no surprise thenthat the tragic heroine of thefilm is not Yiorgos/Vera butthe mother, who has tosuffer all this pain.On the other hand thereis Vladimiros Kiriakidis andEfi Mouriki’s 'StraightStory' (2006), which usescomedy in order to showthat it’s not a question ofwrong or right, but betweencommon and uncommon. Ina parallel dimensionhomosexuality is thenormative andheterosexuality isconsidered diversity.Giannis is a closetedstraight man, living with histwo fathers and in love with Sofia. Sofia is ina relation with Zeta, but soon she falls forGiannis and they have a secret affair.The main idea of turning things upside
down is to show, in a very didactic way, thatsome people suffer just because they aredifferent. However, on reality the movie justmakes fun of the impossibility of thissubversion and that homosexuality can’t benormalised. The humour is always on theeffeminate gays, on the hysteric reactions, onthe idea that a gay guy calls a straight'pervert'. A plot twist in the end is tooobviously didactic and it comes too late in thefilm, to tone things down.The film makers put gay people in straightshoes – nuclear family, reproduction,househusbands, worrying about the son beingtoo old and still single ­ and it is obvious thatthey had, within the couple, specific genderroles. At the same time they fail to reverseheterosexual notions. Straight people are
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Map 3. 'Straight Story' shows a generic version ofAthens and the 'others' have very specific placesto go, but still they are free to walk around. Thechoice of the Straight bar being one of the most inthe closet gay­friendly bars of Athens, creates aninteresting anecdote.
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normal guys that struggle in a worlddominated by gays – a very popular idea anda fear inside the Greek community. Even thefact that they are called straight and not'heteros', or any other slang word to showperversity, makes things clear. They hangaround with other straight people in houses orin Straight clubs. Their public image, aparttheir sexual orientation, has nothing strange,nothing queer. The only way someone wouldthink about them as being straight is whenthey are caught in action –either in bed or in aclub (Map 3).Gay people in Greece are victims ofviolence and offenses, mainly, when theydon’t correspond to a certain masculinestereotype. In public, appearance is an issue,and the clubs exist because these are theplaces where they can be freer. So the jokewould be more interesting if there was a
comment 'he is so masculine, definitely he ishetero'. What if there was a hetero cruisingspot or a heterodar.com? The straight coupleisn’t afraid to show affection in public spaces,they are at ease with that, but in a world thatthey may be in danger, they would have tothink twice, especially since they are both inthe closet. The movie falls into the dipoleheterosexual/homosexual, following therecipe of the Greek comedy from the ‘00s,based on sex jokes and TV aesthetics.It is rather easy to accuse these two filmsof making a false portrayal of gay life inGreece or that they fail to make a difference.But one can say how they succeed toillustrate how the general mentality regardsthe LGBT community: effeminate versions ofthe Greek Male, a shame to the family, aburden; confined in their gay world,underground places, where they have theillusion of beingnormal and inpower; that theycan survive onlythrough art orprostitution; thatthey are sad,psychologicallytraumatized bytheir inability tofit into society,and not by thesociety’sinability toaccept them.According tothose twomovies, on themap of Athens(Map 4), wewould only findone gay bar areain SyggrouAvenue, no view of the rainbow flags in Gazi,not a sign of the gay­friendly places right in
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Map 4. What stays in the picture after lookingthese two films, while the rest of LGBT life fadesaway.
Revista Latino-americana de Geografia e Gênero, Ponta Grossa, v. 5, n. 2, p. 65 - 72, ago. / dez. 2014.
Sexualities and Public Space in Greece: a celluloid quest
Phevos Kallitsis
the heart of the hot spots of the Atheniannightlife, not even a trace of a cruising spot.Probably, driven by homonormative remorse,the creators tried to avoid the subject ofrandom meetings for sex, never occurring tothem that sex in public is not always afantasy, sometimes, in a capitalistic world, isthe only option (KNOPP, 1992). 'True Blue'has a scene in which Yiorgos brings variousboyfriends to his home and introduces themas friends. Among gay people this could be abrave choice, a coming out to the family.According to the film this is yet anotherburden for the stoic mother, who patientlytries to overlook all this perversion. InGreece, social structure keeps people in theirfamily homes at least till their early 30s, howcan we even think about a private space forthe gay son or the lesbian daughter?(AGGELIDIS,2007).'True Blue'frames Yiorgos/Veraas an outcast, notbecause of hispsychosis, thatwould make himproblematic even ifhe was heterosexual­ but because he isgay and becomes awoman despitenature and society.'Straight Story', onthe other hand, failsto go beyond theantithesisheterosexual/homosexual, disregardingthe whole discourseon sexuality after the‘90s.
Looking into these two films, it’s easy tosee how nowadays conservatism gains moreand more ground. Ideas mildly and naivelyexpressed in these movies, are stronger as aracists and fascist speech wins 10% of theGreek voters (MEGALKOUDI, 2012). Andsuddenly, what we thought as merelyoffensive in 2005 is dangerous and deprivesLGBT people of the right to exist. If we puton a map (Map 5) the various attacks onLGBT people, we can see that they happenright inside areas that we thought were safe,thus, through fear, people are deprived of theright to exist in public space. It would takefive years for Greece to look into LGBTpeople in a more respectful eye, throughfilms like 'Strella' (KOUTRAS, 2009).
71
Map 5. The intrusion of Homophobe attacks inLGBT areas after the rise of Golden Dawn.
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__________________________
1 Usually they avoid distributing gay freepress and revealing their LGBT status to their 'othercostumers'.
2 There have been other LGBT themed filmsin since that time, still none had the commercialsuccess of Straight Story reaching broader audiences,or the acceptance of the official National CinematicAwards like True Blue (since 2009 the NationalCinematic Awards have been replaced by the awards ofthe Greek Cinematic Academy, a completely differentinstitution).
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